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message on your computer all the time that says something 
like this: “I check e-mail each weekday afternoon after 3:00 
p.m. If your message is urgent, please call 617-555-0100.”

Even if you’ve developed an excellent system for writing 
things down and relegating paperwork and e-mail to times 
outside the school day, it’s still possible to drop the ball on 
important stuff if you fall victim to the all-too-common 
affliction PAUT (Putting Aside Unpleasant Tasks). Be hon-
est: what are the things that you hate to do and creatively 
avoid? Mine were financial planning and dealing with notes 
from angry people. Some of my colleagues put off writing 
teacher evaluations and the school improvement plan. We 
were brilliant at staying busy with all the “easy” stuff for 
days without getting to the odious tasks. As Pogo Possum 
said, “We have met the enemy and he is us.” 

So a key time management task is having a clear sense 
of what your PAUT demons are and developing a strategy 
to force yourself to do them. For example, Eric Dawson, 
the head of Peace Games, hated working on the budget, 
and when it was time to finally do the dirty deed, he would 

put on a special hat and everyone in the office knew they 
needed to leave him alone (personal communication, Janu-
ary 13, 2008). 

Another activity that often gets put off is filing—and 
the consequence is not being able to put your hands on 
important papers when you really need them. In my office, 
the pile built up inexorably, and every month or so, I would 
come in on a Saturday morning, put on some good music, 
and get it done. It was actually very satisfying.

Delegate, Delegate, Delegate
It’s vital to put competent people in key roles and del-
egate maximum responsibility to them. Some principals 
(I was one of them) have a strong urge to do everything 
themselves and get impatient when others don’t do things 
just right. This tendency needs to be curbed. The key to 
long-range sanity and effectiveness is hiring good people, 
nurturing them, and refraining from micromanagement. 
For principals who have made hiring mistakes or taken 
                            over schools with less-than-stellar staff 

4 Expert
a.	 I have a laserlike focus on student achievement and my 

strategic plan for the year.
b. 	Staff members know exactly what is expected of them in 

terms of classroom instruction and discipline.
c. 	I have an effective personal planning system for the year, the 

month, the week, and the day.
d. 	All key teams (e.g., leadership, grade-level, SST) are sched-

uled to meet on a regular basis.
e. 	I have a foolproof system for writing things down, prioritizing, 

and following up.
f. 	  I have highly competent people in key roles and delegate 

maximum responsibility to them.
g.	 I visit 3–5 classrooms a day and give face-to-face feedback 

to each teacher within 24 hours.
h.	 I have effective strategies for preventing or deflecting time-

wasting crises and activities.
i. 	  I take care of myself, including family, health, exercise, sleep, 

and vacations.
j. 	  I regularly evaluate progress toward my goals and work on 

continuous improvement.

3 Proficient
a.	 I keep student achievement and my strategic plan in mind 

every day.
b. 	Most of my staff members know what is expected in terms of 

classroom instruction and discipline.
c. 	I write down a list of what I want to accomplish each week 

and each day.
d. 	Several key team meetings are scheduled to occur on a regu-

lar basis.
e.	 I always write important things down and follow up on the 

most critical ones.
f. 	  Most of my key staff members are competent and I give 

them plenty of responsibility.
g. 	I get into some classrooms every day and give personal feed-

back to each teacher.
h.	 I am quite good at preventing or deflecting most time-

wasting crises and activities.
i. 	  I try hard to balance my job with my family, health, exercise, 

sleep, and vacations.
j.  	I periodically review how I am doing on my weekly goals and 

try to do better.

Time Management Rubric
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members, it may take several years before full delegation 
is possible. But the goal is clear: teachers handling instruc-
tion and virtually all discipline problems, teacher teams 
using data to continuously improve teaching and learning, 
counselors preventing or dealing with students’ emotional 
problems, custodians handling the physical plant, students 
taking increasing responsibility for their own learning, and 
the principal freed up to orchestrate the whole process and 
to focus relentlessly on the big rocks (while occasionally 
picking up trash in the corridors). 

Of course, teachers and other staff members can’t do 
their jobs when they are pulled out for professional devel-
opment and other meetings. Airline pilots aren’t trained 
while they are flying planes, and I feel very strongly that 
educators’ training and meetings should not encroach on 
contact time with students. The same goes for principals, 
who need to be in their buildings 95% of the time if they 
are going to exercise effective leadership. Especially with 
students who are at risk, every minute counts. 

It’s also important that your staff has a clear mandate 

to tell you things you might not necessarily want to hear. 
Some of the worst management failures (think of the Chal-
lenger disaster) occur when leaders wall themselves off from 
honest feedback.

Get Into Classrooms
Teachers crave feedback. Conventional evaluations, howev-
er, can take several hours for each teacher (pre-observation, 
dog-and-pony show, write-up, and post-conference), have 
four built-in flaws: they don’t give principals a very accurate 
picture of day-to-day instruction, they put a premium on 
pleasing the boss with a razzle-dazzle lesson versus long-
term student learning, they rarely improve teaching, and 
they are so daunting and time-consuming that they prevent 
principals from being in classrooms on a frequent basis. 
Except for gathering evidence to dismiss an ineffective 
teacher, conventional evaluation is a poor use of a princi-
pal’s valuable time. 

But what’s the alternative? Short, unannounced ob-
servations of 5–15 minutes each with candid, face-to-face 

2 Developing
a.	 I periodically remind myself of my strategic plan and the goal 

of student achievement.
b.	 I often have to remind teachers of policies on instruction and 

discipline.
c.	 I come to work with a list of what I want to accomplish  

that day.
d.	 Each month, I have to schedule key meetings because they 

are not in people’s calendars.
e.	 I try to write things down but am swamped by events and 

sometimes don’t follow up.
f. 	Because several of my key staff members are not competent, 

I hesitate to delegate to them.
g.	 I try to get into classrooms as much as possible, but many 

days I don’t succeed.
h.	 I try to prevent them, but crises and time-wasters sometimes 

eat up large chunks of time. 
i. 	  My family, health, exercise, sleep, and vacations are suffering 

because of my job.
j. 	  I try to keep track of how I am doing on my goals.

1 Novice
a. 	Each day is driven by events, not by my long-term goals. 
b. 	I am constantly reminding staff members to use better proce-

dures for instruction and discipline.
c. 	I have a list in my head of what I want to accomplish each day 

but sometimes lose track.
d. 	I call grade-level, curriculum, and other meetings when there 

is a crisis or an immediate need.
e. 	I trust my memory to retain important tasks, but I sometimes 

forget and drop the ball.
f.  	My key staff members are not that competent and I must do 

almost everything myself.
g.	 I am so busy that I rarely visit classrooms.
h. 	Large amounts of each day are consumed by crises and time-

wasting activities.
i. 	  I neglect my family, rarely exercise, don’t sleep enough, and 

am in poor health.
j.  	I occasionally berate myself for not accomplishing my long-

range goals.
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feedback to each teacher, ideally within 24 
hours. I used this system in the latter years of 
my principalship, trying hard to get into five 
classrooms a day, and it kept me in touch with 
instruction, stimulated hundreds of substantive 
discussions about teaching and learning each year, and gave 
me the time and energy to work on the heart of the matter 
(i.e., orchestrating a low-stakes process of teacher teams 
that focus on student learning and continuously improving 
instruction).

In addition to frequent classroom visits, I also made a 
point of being out front when students arrived in the morn-
ing, doing at least one lunch duty a day, personally wishing 
every student and staff member happy birthday on their 
special day, and being outside during dismissal. Visibility 
and accessibility really matter in this job.

Avoid Time-Wasters
A key to committing time to the right stuff is preventing or 
deflecting time-consuming crises and activities. School lead-
ers’ work falls into three buckets: activities that add value 
(i.e., they boost achievement for all students); necessary 
activities that aren’t sexy but keep the school running (e.g., 
ordering supplies, doing the budget); and activities that are 
a waste of time (e.g., redoing things that weren’t done right 
the first time) (Freeston & Costa, 1998). Effective princi-
pals strive constantly to maximize value-added work and 
minimize waste work, but this is a daily struggle. It’s truly 
astonishing how much time a screwup can consume. 

One morning I was walking briskly down a corridor to 
see a teacher, and as I passed a classroom, I thought I heard 
another teacher utter the word “jackass” in front of a room-
ful of students. I was distracted by my immediate task and 
didn’t focus on what I had heard, but the next day, there 
was a huge ruckus: a parent stormed into the school, by-
passed the office, and confronted the teacher for calling her 
daughter a jackass. There ensued a chain of events, starting 
with physically separating the teacher and the parent, that 
easily consumed 20 hours of my time. If I had been more 
attentive and promptly asked the teacher about his com-
ment (his defense was that he told the student that she was 
acting like a jackass) and phoned the mother immediately, 
the next few days would have been far more productive. 
True, some crises can’t be avoided, but anything principals 
can do to prevent or deflect time-wasting activities saves 
precious energy that can be devoted to the real work of 
school leadership.

There are lots of other ways to cut down on wasted time, 
including clear agendas and crisp closure for meetings, 

multitasking (within reason), and spending very 
little time in your office for those frequent drop-
ins that invariably start with the words, “Got a 

minute?” A sitting principal is a sitting duck.

Take Care of Yourself
It’s vital to invest your time in your family, your health, ex-
ercise, sleep, and vacations. The principalship is an intense-
ly demanding job and there are no shortcuts; even skillful 
and strategic time managers are exhausted at the end of 
most weeks. But if you burn out, your students and staff 
members will be poorly served. Good time management 
includes knowing your limits; planning for the long haul; 
and finding ways to fuel your physical, emotional, mental, 
and spiritual energy (Patterson, 2007).

Here are some suggestions: exercise faithfully (three 
times a week is the target most doctors agree on); eat the 
right foods (breakfast is the most important meal); get 
enough sleep; carve out regular time for relaxation and fun 
(one of my nonnegotiables was watching a movie with my 
wife every Friday evening); build a support system (e.g., a 
critical friends group, a mentor, and a sensitive and devoted 
significant other); and orchestrate small and large wins 
(there’s nothing like success to give us an extra shot of opti-
mism and energy). 

Take Stock
Regularly evaluate your time management. I suggest using 
the attached rubric to score yourself periodically (perhaps 
every six months). Give yourself a pat on the back for the 
areas in which you are proficient and expert and set goals 
for improving your low-scoring areas. The goal is to have 
all your scores in the top two levels; if you do, you’ll be 
working hard, working smart, and working deep, which will 
result in high achievement for all your students.  PL
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